VEGF-165 serum levels and tyrosinase expression in melanoma patients: correlation with the clinical course.
Vascular endothelial growth factor (VEGF) is known to play a crucial role in the growth and metastatization of solid tumours. In cancer patients, high VEGF serum levels correlate with tumour status and prognosis, but to date few data have been reported concerning VEGF in melanoma patients. In the present study, immunoenzymatic and reverse transcription-polymerase chain reaction (RT-PCR) techniques were used to detect VEGF-165 serum levels and the presence of tyrosinase mRNA, respectively, in the peripheral blood of a cohort of 155 melanoma patients at different clinical stages (30 stage I, 40 stage II, 40 stage III and 45 stage IV; AJCC classification). Data were compared with both the extent of the disease and the clinical course. The aim was to assess the relationship between VEGF serum levels, the presence of detectable circulating melanoma cells and melanoma progression. A significant increase in VEGF serum levels was found in melanoma patients, in particular in those with metastatic disease; a higher incidence of relapses was found in stage I-III disease-free patients who showed an increase in VEGF during follow-up. VEGF serum levels were significantly higher in patients with detectable circulating melanoma cells than in those with negative tyrosinase mRNA expression. The finding of both an increase in VEGF and the presence of detectable melanoma cells during follow-up was associated with a relapse rate of 81%. The relapse rate was significantly lower when either of the two parameters were present separately. Multivariate analysis of both overall survival and time-to-progression selected baseline tyrosinase expression in peripheral blood but not VEGF serum levels as an independent prognostic factor.